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CHAPTER ONE
INTRODUCTION

This capstone explores the question: How can Incremental Rehearsal (IR) be used to
facilitate successful sight word acquisition for English Language Learners (ELL) to
improve their sight word reading ability? To answer this question, I collected resources
on IR and other sight word acquisition programs for early elementary students, as well as
exploring why sight word recognition is so important in grades K-3. Then I developed a
teaching plan that lines out how to facilitate IR with ELL students struggling to master a
sight word vocabulary.
My educational journey
I embarked on my teaching journey because of the joy it brings me to see a child
master something I showed him/her how to do. I discovered this joy as a swimming
lesson instructor when I was 16. Fast forward to 22, I found myself unfulfilled at my
“desk job,” wondering where I had gone wrong. Still teaching swimming lessons on the
side, I realized that teaching was my true passion. I sought out licensure, and when I first
stepped into the classroom, I was unaware and unprepared for the incredible educational
inequity in our schools. I had gone to an inner city high school, and had witnessed the
division of students (mostly along black/white lines), and because of my youthful naiveté,
I had simply accepted that division as the way the world works. It was not until I learned
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about the achievement gap, that it became apparent to me that this division was not
because one group of students was simply smarter than another.
The achievement gap has risen to the ranks of national prominence in recent
years. It is characterized by a disparity in test scores. One of the manifestations of this
disparity occurs along the socioeconomic status of a child’s family (Sirin, 2005). Simply
put, children who come from poor households tend to perform poorly on standardized
tests, while children who come from wealthy households tend to preform well.
This disparity tends to run along racial lines as well. Generally, white children
(usually coming from more affluent families) do better on standardized tests than children
of color (usually coming from less affluent families) (Mendoza-Denton 2014). The tests
tell us that some children are being prepared to be the future leaders of tomorrow, while
others are not. What’s come to light over the past several decades is that these children of
color are not being left behind because of traditionally held beliefs about them (that they
are lazy, that they do not care about education, that inherently they don’t carry the same
intellectual potential as someone from a higher socioeconomic status). They are being left
behind for a number of reasons. Among these reasons is that our classrooms were not
designed to accommodate a student population as heterogeneous as our American student
population has become. This creates a challenge for educators, but one that we must rise
to meet. Failure to meet this challenge will result in a continued inequity in our teaching
system. All children deserve an excellent education, and as far as I am concerned, it is
our moral obligation to provide them with one.
The depth of our society’s heterogeneity increases year by year. In 2012, the U.S.
Census Bureau released a report stating that, “All in all, minorities, now 37% of the
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population, are projected to comprise 57 percent of the population by 2043.” The report
also stated that the younger population would become increasingly more minority. In
these minority groups, Asian Americans are the fastest growing group. As our country
continues to become more diverse culturally, linguistically and racially, it becomes more
and more clear that we need to adapt to the changing demographics in our public school
systems.
Adaptation based on a child’s particular needs is not a new idea, and as early as
the 70’s, educators have been working to meet the needs of our children who do not fall
in the center of the bell curve. In 2002 the periodical Educational Research published an
article stating that in the 1970’s and 80’s there was national progress regarding closing
the achievement gap, but by the beginning of the 1990’s, that progress had abruptly
reversed course. During the last 30+ years, control over accountability of schools has
shifted away from the states and towards the federal government. Nationally from A
Nation at Risk to the No Child Left Behind legislation, we have been trying to solve this
problem, with varied and often underwhelming success.
Here in Minnesota, that narrative holds true. In 2011, Minnesota’s white fourth
graders scored 83% proficient in reading, and 80% proficient in math on the Minnesota
Comprehensive Assessment (MCA). The closest scoring children of color (Asian/Pacific
Islander) to Minnesota’s white children scored 11% lower in math and 17% lower in
reading. Minnesota’s Black children scored 45% proficient in math (36 percentage points
behind their White classmates), and 52% proficient in reading (31 percentage points
behind their White classmates). Though the very lowest scoring population in Minnesota
was our ELLs. An ELL is defined as a student whose native language or home language
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is not English. The ELL population, scored only 43% proficient in math (37 percentage
points behind their White classmates), and 40% proficient in reading (43percentage
points behind their White classmates) (Minncan, 2013).
I work in an urban public school in Minnesota, with a high population of ELLs, as
well as children of color. My classroom is comprised of Somali, Hispanic, Vietnamese,
Cambodian, and English speaking students. In my classroom, 72% of my students are
classified as ELLs. Based on the figures in the previous paragraph, by grade four it is
likely that most of my students will not receive a proficient rating on their MCAs. It
seems evident that here in Minnesota, we are not meeting the needs of this group. I find
this lack of achievement very troubling, and should not be the case for any student
educated in Minnesota. Each day I spend with these children needs to be very beneficial
to them, so that they are not only successful in my classroom, but successful after they
advance to the next grade. Their success equals meeting progress benchmarks as defined
by the Common Core standards that Minnesota has adopted, as well as achieving
proficiency on their MCA tests each year. If they do not get a strong foundation in
reading and other subjects from me, there is little chance that they will be able to pass
each year’s benchmark and MCA tests, and continue to do so in later years. This leaves
me with some difficult choices to make. What are the best methods for successful word
acquisition for linguistically diverse students to improve sight word reading ability?
It has always seemed self-evident to me that the most important skill that a child
will acquire is the ability to read. Without the ability to read, all the other subjects
become increasingly more challenging. Believing this leads to trying to find a way to
triage how much effort, and in what ways, a teacher is supposed attack all the aspects of
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reading (phonics, phonemic awareness, vocabulary, comprehension, fluency, sight word
recognition, just to name a few). Many teachers advocate for a balanced literacy block,
with different chunks of time devoted to each aspect of reading.
One thing that I have noticed that is particularly troubling for my new readers is
the rate at which they read (or words read per minute). Sometimes, their reading rate is so
slow that by the time they have reached the end of a sentence they no longer remember
what the sentence was about. My beginning readers will always have to decode new
words, which may slow them down. However I can help to speed up their rate by making
them more familiar with words that frequently occur in sentences in English. These
words are commonly referred to as high frequency words, or sight words. Since these
words appear so often, it will make reading much easier if children memorize them
instead of decode them each time they come across them in sentences. This is especially
important for pesky words in English that seem to defy phonemic rules, words like “was”
and “the.” These words cannot be decoded and, as a result, must be memorized. In my
classroom, I refer to words that are high frequency, and that are difficult or impossible to
use phonemic rules to read, as sight words.
Each year while I was teaching first grade, most of my students easily memorized
and retained the 170 Dolch sight words list that I used. Dolch sight words were created in
1948 by Edward William Dolch, PhD. He used common children’s literature of the time
period, to come up with a list of words. These words generally occurred frequently in the
literature, or were words that did not follow phonetic rules (“Meet Dolch,” accessed
2016).
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We practiced saying each word, using them in sentences, and alphabetizing them.
All these tasks were designed to give learners enough practice with these words to
memorize them. However, there were always a few students in my room who, despite my
best efforts, could not seem to retain their sight words. They practiced with the other
children but did not retain the words. I did not want to leave these children behind
considering what was at stake. Past attempts using more practice with these students did
not prove very fruitful. After some research, I came across a flash card drill strategy that
seemed to have promising results.
Incremental Rehearsal (IR) is a flash card drill method of learning new material.
Incremental Rehearsal has been used to master concepts of math, as well as different
aspects of reading such as sight word recognition. Regarding sight word recognition, IR
is related to other flash card drill methods in the sense that unknown words are shown to
a learner for the purpose of acquisition and practice of new words. The particular
difference between IR and other flash card drill methods is twofold. Incremental
Rehearsal intersperses known words into the flash card group, with unknown words that
are being taught. Incremental Rehearsal uses a ratio of 9:1 known words to unknown
words.
The creation of the IR method led to my capstone question: How can Incremental
Rehearsal be used to facilitate successful sight word acquisition for English Language
Learners to improve their sight word reading ability?
The remainder of this capstone answers this question through a variety of tasks.
First, Chapter Two discusses the importance of reading proficiency, and the link between
fluency and comprehension. I cite research regarding the nature of reading as an operant
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behavior that suggests particular ways in which to teach reading. I make a case that for
struggling readers, flash cards can be a possible solution to difficulties with word
recognition. Specifically, IR is a method with research that suggests it is an efficient
method for teaching struggling readers. Finally, I explore the different Tiers of
instruction. Then, Chapter Three outlines the curriculum methods and central sources
used to create an intervention curriculum. Next, Chapter Four includes a matrix for
curriculum and elaborates upon how the organization facilitates purposeful IR study.
Finally, Chapter Five reflects on the major learnings of this capstone process and
suggests topics for future research.
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CHAPTER TWO
LITERATURE REVIEW

Introduction
In the state of Minnesota, children begin to take the states high stakes
standardized tests, known as the MCA, in third grade. This test is given in English, to all
students, regardless their native language or level of fluency with English.
This presents challenges for students who do not speak English as a native
language. Among this population of ELLs in each classroom, there are those students
who seem to struggle significantly more than their ELL peers. These students struggle to
accomplish skills their classmates do with relative ease. In an attempt to help these
struggling students, teachers employ varying levels and types of intervention, in the
hopes that different tactics and strategies will reach these struggling students.
One such intervention is called Incremental Rehearsal (IR). IR is a flashcard drill
method most commonly used to help students master letter sounds, words, numbers, and
math facts. This capstone will examine the question: How can Incremental Rehearsal be
used to facilitate successful sight word acquisition for English language learners to
improve their sight word reading ability?
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English Language Learners
What is an English Language Learner? An ELL is a pupil who has Limited
English Proficiency (LEP). A student with LEP as defined by the No Child Left Behind
Act of 2001 is someone who:
was not born in the United States, or whose native language is other than English;
who comes from an environment where a language other than English has had a
significant impact on the individual’s level or English language proficiency;
whose difficulties in speaking, reading, writing, or understanding English may be
sufficient to deny the individual – the ability to meet the State’s proficiency level
of achievement on State Assessments; the ability to successfully achieve in
classrooms where the language of instruction is English; or the opportunity to
participate fully in society. (No Child Left Behind Act of 2001, 20 U.S.C. §
7801(2004)).
Who are our ELLs? According to Soto, Hooker, and Batalov (2015), in 2013 71%
of ELLs were Spanish speaking. The next closest group was the Chinese, at four percent.
All other populations were roughly 1-2 percent, or not represented in the data at all.
In Minnesota, the statistics show a similar trend. In 2012 approximately 39,000
ELL students spoke Spanish. However, Minnesota’s ELL population also includes many
non-Spanish speaking ELLs. The two closest ELL populations to Spanish speakers are
the Hmong and Somali. The Hmong ELLs represent approximately 20,000 ELLs. The
Somali ELLs represent approximately 13,000 ELLs. (Minnesota Minority Education
Partnership, 2012).

10
In the urban school district where this capstone takes place, in 2011 the number of
students who identified as ELL was 7,307 out of the total urban public school district
population of 34,427. (Minneapolis Public Schools, 2013).
Standardized State Testing and ELLs
Why is this specific classification of a subgroup of the population important? It is
important for many reasons, but two that are of particular significance are (1) the
population growth of ELLs in American schools, and (2) their outcomes on standardized
tests as predictors of future success.
According to a report published in 2007 by the National Clearinghouse for
Language Acquisition, the LEP population has been growing rapidly since 1995-96. In
1995-96, the total population of U.S. school children was 47 million, 3 million of which
were LEP students. In 2005-06 the total population of U.S. school children grew by 3.66
percent, while the LEP population in that data grew by 57 percent. (National
Clearinghouse for Language Acquisition, 2007)
In the last decade standardized testing has taken center stage as schools are held
accountable to their students’ performance. The No Child Left Behind (NCLB)
legislation of 2001 mandates that schools report on different subgroups of their
population, including ELLs.
In 2002, Anneka Kindler compiled a survey of data from all 50 state on
educational programs and services for LEP students. This study analyzed LEP data from
all 50 states in 2002, and found that only 18.7% of LEP students met state proficiency
standards.
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In a study conducted by Ruiz-de-Velasco & Fix, (2000), data was collected and
analyzed from a program aimed at helping LEP students achieve. Program in Immigrant
Education (PRIME), was created in 1993 by the Andrew W. Mellon Foundation to
address the needs of LEP students. The program operated in California and Maryland, in
a total of five school districts. Data from the program paints a bleak picture of future
success for LEP students. The researchers cite several unfortunate findings. Of particular
note in the findings is the projected success of a student on a standardized test, and their
LEP status. When LEP students take standardized tests, they are far more likely to score
below the 25 percentile as ranked nationally.
th

Advocates for ELLs are quick to point out that because of their LEP, the
standardized tests are not showing what the student really knows. According to Jamal
Abedi (2002) at the University of California, these standardized tests do not fully reflect
what an ELL knows because, “language factors are likely to reduce the validity and
reliability of inferences drawn about students’ content based knowledge” (pg. 233). As
cited in Abedi (2002), this reduction in reliability and validity is explained:
For all test takers, any test that employs language is, in part, a measure of their
language skills. This is of particular concern for test takers whose first language is
not the language of the test. Test use with individuals who have not sufficiently
acquired the language of the test may introduce construct-irrelevant components
to the testing process. In such instances, test results may not reflect accurately the
qualities and competencies intended to be measured (pg 91).
Despite the difficulties students encounter on these tests, they are considered the
standard at which a student must achieve to be successful in their educational career. On
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a standardized test, students need to call upon the many areas of literacy they have
learned to employ. Along with their academic knowledge, their command of language is
being put to the test. Students often need to read the test, which requires that they decode
unknown words (phonemic awareness and phonics); recognize and read fluently known
words (sight words and other words learned); and comprehend the idea or message of
what they are reading (comprehension and vocabulary). These Common Core Standards
literacy skills are required in addition to the various content-specific knowledge students
must master to be successful on a state standardized test.
While there is a broad shift towards the use of standardized assessments as a
means to assess a student’s competence and proficiency in a specific content area,
proficiency in literacy is still at the core of a numerous discussions around student
academic growth. Data in the United States shows that by the 4 grade, 40% of students
th

are “non-fluent readers” (Ross and Begeny, 2011). In 2007, 50% of Latino fourth-graders
read below a Basic level, which illustrated great disparities among their white, nonLatino counterparts which only had 22% of students reading below a Basic level (Ross
and Begeny, 2011).
These discrepancies also attracted national attention, leading the Obama
Administration to include ELL students in their Education reform plan, stating “Obama
and Biden support transitional bilingual education and will help Limited English
Proficient students get ahead by holding schools accountable for making sure these
students complete school” (Zehr, 2008).
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Reading Proficiency and ELLs
Becoming proficient readers who not only decode but also understand what they
are reading is a crucial goal for young English-language learner students, and a sight
word vocabulary that can be used in fluent reading is an important component of this
proficiency. (Helman and Burns, 2008).
A crucial part of literacy instruction is the explicit teaching of sight words
(Helman and Burns, 2008). Sight words are words that are integral to text comprehension
and appear frequently in sentences. These are also words that do not decode according to
phonics rules (ex. through, the, was). Mastering sight words aid in a student’s reading
fluency.
An increase in reading fluency correlates with an increase in comprehension. A
great deal of research has been done linking reading fluency with comprehension.
Matthew Quirk and Sophie Beem (2012) conducted an analysis of the literature regarding
the connection between fluency and comprehension for English Language Learners.
According to Quirk and Beem, the link between reading fluency and comprehension has
been extensively researched. LaBerge and Samuels (1974) concluded that, “skilled
reading involves the reallocation of attentional capacity from lower level word
identification processing to more demanding higher order reading skills, including
comprehension” (as cited in Quirk and Beem, 2012). Think of talking on a mobile phone
while driving as a metaphor to help explain this phenomenon. When one is driving
without talking on a mobile phone, all of one’s cognitive processing can go directly to
driving the car. When one picks up the phone, one’s attention is split, and many studies
have shown that drivers talking on mobile phones are more susceptible to accidents, than
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drivers who are solely attending to driving the car. Readers who are splitting their
attention between comprehending what they are reading, and decoding, lose some of their
ability to comprehend what they are reading because they cannot devote the necessary
attention to accomplish that comprehension task. This is especially true of students who
devote large amounts of energy towards decoding. Rupley, Willson, and Nichols (1998)
explain how this level of fluency can affect comprehension:
Slower rates of word recognition would directly affect comprehension and inhibit
chunking of information into meaningful information units. Thus, both
comprehension of new information and expansion and elaboration of existing
knowledge would be affected by children’s speed and accuracy in processing
information. (as cited in Paul van den Broek, et al 2003).
Neddenriep, Fritz and Carrier (2011) studied the effect of a fluency intervention
with five fourth grade students. These students were selected by their teachers for having
a “frustration” reading fluency level, meaning the students struggled with decoding and
word recognition to the point where the text was unreadable without support. Before the
intervention was implemented, students’ comprehension was measured by several
standardized assessments. After the fluency intervention (2 days a week for 15 weeks), 4
of the 5 students showed improvement in their words per minute reading. They also
showed improvement in their comprehension (Neddenriep, et al 2011).
Schwanenflugel, and colleagues (2006) crafted a study to measure the impact that
fluent word reading skills had on comprehension. Their study was comprised of first,
second, and third grade students, with each class represented by just under 100
participants. They noted that, “for all grades, there was a significant correlation between
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reading fluency and reading comprehension (p<.05) indicating that, as children become
more fluent readers, they also comprehend what they read better” (Schwanenflugel, P. J.,
et al. 2006). The researchers noted that as the children progressed through the grades first
to third , their fluency grew. They noted that each child who measured high in reading
fluency, also had a higher measure of reading comprehension. This study continues to
support the view that as children grow in their fluency, the cognitive energy required to
comprehend texts is freed up, allowing for an easier time comprehending texts
(Schwanenflugel, P. J., et al. 2006).
Swankweiler, Donald et al. (2009) conducted a study measuring the relationship
between fluency and comprehension. They were particularly interested in which factors
made it most difficult for young readers to comprehend what they read. The sample size
was N=361, children ages 7.5 – 9.5. They noted a high correlation between non-word
reading (made up words that can be read using phonological knowledge), word reading,
and comprehension. Basically, if a child had difficulty decoding, it was more likely that
they would have comprehension issues as well. The study concluded that one of the
factors very relevant in whether or not a child can comprehend what he/she reads is
decoding.
However, Reschly et al. 2009 notes that there are not many studies that have been
conducted, where a subset of the population of the study has been substantially LEP (as
cited in Quirk and Beem, 2012). This makes it slightly suspect to profess definitively that
the research conclusions about fluency and comprehension hold true for LEP students.
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Fluency, Comprehension, and ELLs
Though there have not been many, studies do exist that examine the relationship
between fluency and ELLs. The results are mixed. Wiley and Deno (2005) studied the
correlation between reading fluency, Maze Measurement, and comprehension with 3 and
rd

5 grade non-ELLs and ELLs. They found that reading fluency was a moderate predictor
th

of achievement on the Minnesota Comprehensive Assessment for ELLs, but less so for
non-ELLs students. As students progress through school, the researchers suggest a more
holistic approach to predicting students achievement on the MCA. They suggest using
reading fluency and the Maze Measurement to predict student outcomes (Wiley and
Deno, 2005).
Conversely, Klein and Jimerson (2005) found that reading fluency as a predictor
of comprehension as measured by the Stanford Achievement Test 9 Edition (SAT 9)
th

may “result in systematic prediction errors” (Klein & Jimerson, 2005). There are two
significant errors they found possible. First, using reading fluency as a predictor of
comprehension may lead a school to under identify ELLs who need additional services.
When it comes time for the SAT 9 test, the scores may suggest that they need reading
intervention, when the reading fluency test did not. Also, the study suggests that students
who speak English at home may be over identified based solely on reading fluency.
When these students take the SAT 9 test, their scores may suggest they need no
intervention, even though the reading fluency test did (Klein & Jimerson, 2005).
Earlier in this review, Quirk and Beem (2012) provided the catalyst for the initial
research review of fluency as it relates to comprehension. Klein and Jimerson (2005)
suggested that educators use caution when using oral fluency as a sole predictor of
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comprehension, especially when deciding on interventions. Quirk and Beem (2012)
advise roughly the same caution, through the conclusions they drew from their research.
They studied ELLs in 2 , 3 , and 5 grade. Spanish was the primary language that
nd

rd

th

classified these ELLs. The study concluded that half of their sample showed average or
better on fluency measures, correlated with slightly to significantly below average
comprehension. They call this group of students “word callers.” They suggest that word
callers increase in number as students progress through the grades. However, the
researchers cite Hamilton and Shinn (2003) and Meisinger et al., (2009), in that there is
not a statistically significant number of word callers in lower elementary grades (K-2).
The National Institute of Child Health and Development (2005) notes that reading
fluency does not have a single definition, but that there is some agreement that reading
fluency includes the ability to read accurately and quickly (as cited in Schwanenflugel et
al. (2006). As stated above by Helman and Burns (2012), sight word vocabulary is an
important component of fluent reading. This is especially true with sight words that do
not follow phonemic rules like the word through for example. But when children struggle
to learn sight words during whole class instruction and independent practice, what can a
teacher do to help them? There are many interventions to chose from, so where does one
begin? A good starting place may be with strategies that help students memorize sight
words, especially those that do not follow phonemic rules. The more words a student
memorizes, the more easily they are able to read and thus focus on the comprehension of
texts as opposed to the decoding of words. Flash card drills are one such method students
can use to memorize sight words.
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The Behavior of Reading
Goldiamond and Dyrud (1966) suggest that reading can be viewed from a
behavioral perspective, as an operant behavior (as cited in Sara Kupzyk, Edward J. Daly,
III, and Melisa N. Andersen, 2011). Through the proper reinforcement structure, words
can be learned from a stimulus control paradigm. These authors saw the teaching of
reading as a simple set of stimuli (a word on a flashcard), behaviors (student reads the
word), and reinforcement (instructor responds constructively, either with praise for
performance or some corrective action). This is particularly relevant where sight words
are concerned. These words do not follow the phonemic rules of English, and therefore
cannot be decoded using a student’s prior decoding knowledge. These words must be
memorized early, so that they can be used in aiding comprehension. There is more than
one way in which flash cards are organized. Different variations have evolved over the
years, to improve the efficacy of the model. (Kupzyk, et al, 2011).
Flash Card Drill Methods for Word Recognition
According to Nist and Joseph (2008), when most think of flash cards, the
Traditional Drill method (TD) comes to mind. In TD there are four components. First,
students are shown a card, told what the card says, and then asked to repeat it. Second, all
the cards in the deck are unknown items to the student. Third, when all the cards are told
to the student, they are shuffled in a random order, and then presented to the student
again for repetitive practice. Fourth, students are given immediate feedback on whether
or not they said the word correctly.
In 1977 Neef, Iwata, and Page altered the TD method. Their research was among
the first to suggest that all the words in the drill method should not be unknown. They
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began to intersperse known items, with unknown items. The ratio they used was 5:5
known to unknown words. Their finding suggested that interspersing known items with
unknown items helped students remember unknown items better than if all items were
unknown. Subsequently, later researchers experimented with different known to
unknown ratios to test the effectiveness of the drill method to under various conditions.
Gickling & Havertape, 1981; Gickling & Rosenfield, 1995 proposed ranges of percent
known and percent unknown words. Specifically, Gickling suggested that 7:8.5 known
items be interspersed with 1.3:3 unknown items to aid in the word acquisition (Gickling
& Havertape, 1981; Gickling & Rosenfield, 1995). According to researchers Burns,
MacQuarrie, and Tucker (2002) these ratios not only resulted in higher rates of task
comprehension, but also higher rates of task completion and higher rates of focus on task
(Burns, McQuarrie, and Tucker, 2002). Regardless, subsequent research demonstrated
that no one ration has “consistent superiority over others” and thus, gave opportunities for
other drill methods to develop (Burns, et al. 2002). Based off of this research, two other
methods of flash card drill instruction altered the ratio of known words to unknown
words, in an attempt to find a ratio that achieved the most promising results.
A Different Approach to Flash Card Drill Method
Drill Sandwich (DS), and Incremental Rehearsal (IR) (as cited in Burns et al.
2002) are two methods that achieve promising results. Drill Sandwich was developed by
Coulter and Coulter in 1989. The ratio of unknown to known words is 3:7. When new
words are introduced, they are introduced randomly with known words. For example, the
instructor would show students the cards, and explicitly tell them the unknown words.
Then, the instructor will intersperse, in no particular order, the known words in with the
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unknown words. The student then goes through the set of cards three times. The student
receives immediate feedback from the instructor (Burns et al. 2002).
Incremental Rehearsal was developed by Tucker in 1988. The ratio of known to
unknown words is 9:1. When new words are introduced, they are introduced one at a
time. The new word is paired with nine known words, and the student follows a
progression 9 times before a new unknown words is added. It is important to note that the
known words were student selected by prompting students to write down nine words they
felt they knew very well. Students were then asked to pronounce each self-selected word
to verify actual fluency and knowledge of the word (Burns et al. 2002). This ensures that
students know the words and thus can respond fluidly when prompted during practice and
focus on the unknown word introduced in the set.
An additional distinguishing factor between IR and other drill methods is the time
required. Administering the IR method required approximately 10 minutes as opposed to
TD, which required 20 to 30 minutes and DS, which required 10 to 15 minutes (Burns et
al. 2002).
In the 2008 Nist and Joseph study mentioned earlier, they concerned themselves
with answering several questions regarding three different types of flash card drill
methods. The methods were Incremental Rehearsal, interspersal, and traditional drill. (1)
They wanted to know which method was most effective and efficient in regards to
memorizing and retaining words from one day to the following day. (2) They also wanted
to know which of the three methods was most effective and efficient in regards to
maintaining the memorization and retention days beyond learning the words. (3) Finally,
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they wanted to know which of the three methods lent itself the highest generalization to
different contexts, such as sentence reading.
The participants in their study were four female and two male first grade students.
The students attended an urban elementary school in Ohio. The students were eligible for
free and reduced lunch, were not receiving any special education services, and were
identified by their teacher as being struggling readers. The students specifically struggled
with, “consonant-vowel-consonant (CVC), consonant-vowel-consonant- vowel (CVCV),
consonant-double vowel- consonant (CVVC), and consonant-vowel- double consonant
(CVCC)” (Nist and Joseph, 2008).
Two hundred words were chosen at random from story books and high frequency
words lists from the students classrooms. The baseline assessment consisted of showing
all the chosen words written on flashcards on two separate occasions. Of all the words
tested, 36 unknown words were assigned to the instructional conditions for each child.
Nine words appeared from each of the consonant and vowel patterns from above (Nist
and Joseph, 2008).
The traditional drill instructional condition consisted of,
the instructor presented the [6] flashcards and pronounced each word aloud one
time and asked the student to repeat the word before proceeding to the next word.
The instructor presented the flashcards again and asked the student to read the
words orally. (Nist and Joseph, 2008)
Then, the procedure above was repeated a total of eight more times, with the cards being
shuffled at the end of each time to make the presentation of the words random (Nist and
Joseph, 2008).
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The interspsal instructional condition consisted of an identical format as the
traditional drill condition, with a few changes. First, the order of known words (K) and
unknown words (U) was “K-U-U-U-K-U-U-U-K”. Second, incorrect responses were
followed by a correction from the teacher to pronounce the words accurately. (Nist and
Joseph, 2008)
Finally, the incremental rehearsal instructional condition consisted of an identical
format as the previous two, with a few changes. First, the number of words flashed during
the drill was ten instead of only six (traditional) and nine (interspersal). Second, the order
of known words to unknown words was, “Ul, KI, Ul, Kl, K2, Ul, Kl. K2, K3,UI. Kl, K2,
K3, K4, Ul, Kl, K2, K3. K4, K5, Ul, Kl, K2, K3, K4, K5, Ul, Kl, K2, K3, K4, K5, K6.
K7, Ul, Kl, K2. K3, K4, K5, K6. K7, K8, Ul. Kl, K2, K3, K4. K5, K6, K7, K8, K9.”
Once this entire cycle was complete, the ninth known word was removed, and a second
unknown word preceded the first known word. Then the cycle was repeated with two
unknown words and eight known words (Nist and Joseph, 2008).
Regarding the question which method was most effective and efficient in regards
to memorizing and retaining words from one day to the following day, the data showed
that the Incremental Rehearsal was most successful in effectiveness, but not in efficiency.
Regarding the question which of the three methods was most effective and efficient in
regards to maintaining the memorization and retention days beyond learning the words,
the data showed that the Incremental Rehearsal was most successful. Regarding the
question which of the three methods lent itself the highest generalization to different
contexts, such as sentence reading, the data showed that the Incremental Rehearsal was
most successful (Nist and Joseph, 2008).
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Tier I instruction: Whole Group
When most people think about (or remember) what goes on inside a classroom,
they are likely thinking about Tier I, or whole group instruction. The Introduction to Tier
III reading Model (2005) outlines the parameters of Tier I reading instruction. Tier I
instruction is
the ‘core’ curricular and instructional reading programs and strategies in the general
education setting, including ongoing professional development and assessment three
times per year to determine whether students are meeting benchmarks. Tier I focuses on
lessons for the whole group in a classroom.
Wanzek, Roberts, Al Otaiba, and Kent (2014) conducted a study that examined
the amount of time kindergarteners were actively engaged in reading during Tier I
classroom time. The study was conducted because of a correlation between Tier I and
Tier II instruction suggested by the researchers. They state that:
Response to intervention (RTI) models focus on a student’s core instruction in the
general education classroom as one element for preventing reading difficulties
and identifying students with a learning disability. (Wanzek, et al 2014)
The researchers were interested in the correlation between the amount of time a student
spent engaged in reading during Tier I instruction, and the reading achievement attained
by the end of kindergarten. The study used a sample of kindergarten students from a
larger study, “investigating approaches for defining, classifying, and preventing learning
disabilities in reading” (Al Otaiba et al. 2011 as cited in Wanzek, et al 2014).
The sample of students at risk of reading difficulties included 69 (63%) males and
40 (37%) females with 69.7% Black, 19.3% Caucasian, 5.5% multiracial, and
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5.5% Other ethnicities (American Indian, Asian, unknown). Approximately 85%
of the students in the sample were enrolled in the free or reduced- price lunch
programs, and 25% had an identified disability (i.e., speech impairment, language
impairment, developmental delay, specific learning disabilities, other health
impaired). (Wanzek, et al 2014)
The students were observed twice during the school year. They were recorded
using cameras during the Tier I instruction in both the fall and spring. The results of the
study showed that students at risk of reading difficulties spent less than 1 minute actually
reading print during the whole group lesson. The study also noted that the students were
engaged in instruction that was related to reading, such as phonological awareness,
phonics, and word recognition instruction, but were not getting much opportunity to
practice these skills. The researchers recommended that students get more time during
their Tier I instruction, with actual practice reading print. The researchers note however,
that it is difficult to achieve this considering the needs of each individual student, and the
difficult meeting those individual needs during a whole group lesson. The main
implication of this study as noted by the researchers is that:
The key components of reading instruction, including phonological awareness,
phonics and word recognition, fluency, oral language/vocabulary, and
comprehension, must include explicit, systematic instruction that also allows
ample practice and application to print. (Wanzek, et al 2014)

25
Impact of Instruction after Tier I: Tier II Small group
One way in which students can get more practice and application, is when they
are part of a Tier II small group. The Introduction to Tier III Reading Model (2005)
outlines the parameters of tier II reading instruction. Tier II reading instruction is,
“programs, strategies, and procedures designed and employed to enhance and support
Tier I” (Introduction to Tier III reading Model, 2005). Tier II’s focus is on a small group
(1:1 to 1:5) of students, who are showing a lack of achievement as demonstrated by data
gathered from Tier I instruction. The instruction in Tier II is described as, “additional
attention, focus, and support; [with] additional opportunities to practice embedded
throughout the school day” (Introduction to Tier III Reading Model, 2005) Unlike Tier I,
Tier II progress is monitored twice a month. This ensures that students are on track to
meeting the goals of the Tier II lessons.
In 2004, Denton, Anthony, Parker, and Hasbrouk conducted a study to determine
whether or not two different reading intervention programs, conducted in group ratios of
1:1 – 1:4, were effective for primarily Spanish speaking ELL students. They drew on
research that had been conducted using native English speakers, and programs that had
shown effectiveness with those students. They cite that there is a “preponderance of
evidence of the effectiveness of supplemental reading instruction in enhancing the
reading development of struggling native English readers,” as their motivation for
hypothesizing that, “this approach would likewise benefit children who were learning to
read English as their second language” (Denton, et al. 2004). The reading elements they
focused on were decoding and comprehension. At the conclusion of the study, the
researchers found that one of the intervention program’s students were outperforming
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their non-tutored peers in “context free word reading.” They also noted that the progress
the students made was quite promising because of the short time period in which the
students made the progress – 10 weeks, three times a week for 40 minutes. The other
tutoring program did not produce the same promising results as the latter. However, the
researchers noted that there may have been some confounding variables, and suggested
changes to their method for further study.
In 2005, Gunn, Smolkowski, Bigland, Black, and Blair did a study on the effects
of a two year supplemental reading program. They cited well established research
(Cunningham & Stanovich, 1998; Juel, 1988; Slavin et al. 1996) regarding, “the long
term impact of reading failure on school success,” as well as the established relationship
between “learning to read in the primary grades, and development of reading ability
throughout elementary school” (Gunn et al. 2005). Their subjects were kindergarten
students through 3 grade students, Spanish speaking students and English only speaking
rd

students. The control group received no intervention, and remained in whole group
instruction in the classrooms where all the students were drawn from. The intervention
group met with instructors in small groups of up to three students. Measures were taken
over the course of the 2 years, as well as at the end of the 2 years. The results after two
years were very promising for all intervention participants. Participants in the
intervention showed a significant positive difference as compared to their matched
control group. It was shown that the Hispanic students benefited as much as if not more
than the English only participants, who also benefited from the small group intervention.
The researchers also noted that years later, the students who had received the treatment
were still outperforming those who had not:
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In 2000, Lou, Abrami and Spence conducted a meta-analysis with the purpose of ,
develop[ing] a parsimonious model of factors that account for the significant
variability in the findings of the effects of within class groupings on student
achievement.” (pg. 101)
The variability they spoke about was centered around the many studies that showed a
positive relationship between students involved in small group learning, and their student
achievement, and an inconsistency with, “the magnitude of effects that appeared both
across and within reviews.” The results of their analysis showed that there was, “a small
but significant positive effect of small group instruction on student achievement.” Their
study also highlighted the factors that they believed contributed most to this achievement.
Those factors include:
(a) teachers in small group conditions were provided with more or different
training than those in whole class condition, (b) grouping was based on ability as
well as other considerations such as gender or group cohesiveness, and (c)
cooperative learning was the method of instruction... (pg. 108)
Impact of Instruction after Tier II: Tier III One on One
The Introduction to Tier III Reading Model (2005) outlines the parameters of tier
III reading instruction. Tier II reading instruction is, “specifically designed and
customized reading instruction that is extended beyond the time allocated in Tier I and
Tier II” (Introduction to Tier III reading Model, 2005). Tier III’s focus is on a small
group (1:1 to 1:3) of students, who are showing a lack of achievement as demonstrated by
data gathered from Tier I and Tier II instruction. The instruction in Tier III is described
as, “carefully designed and implemented explicit, systematic instruction, [with] fidelity
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and implementation carefully maintained” (Introduction to Tier III reading Model, 2005).
Like Tier II, Tier III progress is monitored twice a month. This ensures that students are
on track to meeting the goals of the Tier III lessons.
The benefits of one on one instruction are well documented. In 1994, Pinnel,
Lyons, Deford, Bryk and Seltzer conducted a study examining the efficacy of a reading
intervention program called Reading Recovery (RR). They were curious about the
program in a number of ways. Was the ratio of student to teacher a strong factor in
whether or not an intervention was successful? In essence, did it matter what one-on-one
program was used, would they all be successful simply because the 1:1 ration was
present. Would teachers trained to use the RR program be able to produce similar results
if they did the instruction in a small group ratio, rather than a one-on-one design.
For their study, they used a total of 403 first grade students, from two rural, two
suburban, and six urban school districts. All students performed below expectations on
the district administered standardized tests. The students were randomly selected into
their treatment groups. The intervention was administered over the course of one year.
When the study concluded, they were able to answer several questions. They noted that
the RR program demonstrated strong effects on the measures they had used to evaluate
the students learning. They also noted that it was the only program that was able to
produce a lasting effect on the students – the effects of the program were still evident
after a summer vacation. Their results pointed out that a 1:1 ratio is not simply the
solution, but that the instruction during that time is a factor. However, the teachers who
performed the RR intervention to groups outside the 1:1 ratio were not as successful as
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the teachers who performed the intervention in a 1:1 ratio. (Pinnel, Lyons, Deford, Bryk
and Seltzer, 1994).
More research on whether or not instruction is effective in a 1:1 setting comes
from Schwartz, Schmitt and Lose (2012). In 2012, their questions were as follows:
1. Do literacy outcomes differ for highly trained teachers working with at-risk
students individually or in small groups?
2. Do literacy outcomes differ for highly trained teachers depending on group
size?
3. What is the pattern of literacy outcomes as teacher student ratio varies.
The study included 85 Reading Recovery teachers and 170 students in first grade
designated by their teachers as at risk. The students were randomly assigned to either the
1:1, 1:2, 1:3 or 1:5 groups. The intervention lasted for 20 weeks, with daily 30 minute
lessons. At the conclusion of the study, the data showed that the 1:1 group had
outperformed all the other groups on 8 of the 9 measures. (Schwartz, Schmitt and Lose,
2012)
Conclusion
This chapter introduced a concern of note regarding the education of a minority
population in our school system in the United States: the ELL. While they generally do
not perform well on standardized tests, research was presented that suggests that those
tests aren’t great measures of overall knowledge and skills for ELLs. However,
standardized tests scores do illuminate a lack of reading ability among ELL students that
needs to be addressed. This chapter discussed the importance of reading proficiency, and
the link between fluency and comprehension. Research was cited regarding the nature of
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reading as an operant behavior suggests many ways in which to teach reading. For
struggling readers flash cards can be a possible solution to difficulties with word
recognition. Specifically, Incremental Rehearsal is a method with research that suggests it
is an efficient method for teaching struggling readers. At the end of this chapter, the
different Tiers of instruction were explored.
Looking Ahead to Chapter Three
Chapter Three will explore designing a curriculum that may help struggling
readers learn and retain a sight word vocabulary. The curriculum created will hopefully
answer the question: How can Incremental Rehearsal be used to facilitate successful
sight word acquisition English language learners to improve their sight word reading
ability?
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CHAPTER THREE
CURRICULUM DESIGN

Introduction
The purpose of this chapter is to design a flash card drill method curriculum for
ELLs in grades K-3 to ensure that they develop a strong sight word vocabulary. This
curriculum is designed as a tier 3 intervention, for students who are struggling to
memorize common primary school sight words. How can Incremental Rehearsal be used
to facilitate successful sight word acquisition for English language learners to improve
their sight word reading ability?
Setting and Current Curriculum
This curriculum design takes place in a Title I public school in the Midwest. In
this school, approximately 58% were Hispanic, 30% were Black, 6% were American
Indian/ Alaskan Native, 4% White, and 2% Asian/Pacific Islander. Approximately 72%
were ELL, and 94% qualified for free and reduced lunch. As documented by the state,
16.2% were proficient in reading in 2015, with a state average of 60% in 2015
(Minnesota Department of Education, 2015).
In the K-3 classrooms in this school, between 90 and 120 minutes are devoted to
literacy. In Kindergarten, the literacy block consists of approximately 130 minutes.
Fifteen minutes are spent working with the teacher in a small group. Forty five minutes
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are spent doing independent work (reading to self, listening to reading, reading with a
buddy). Thirty minutes are spent on direct phonics instruction. Finally, 20 minutes are
spent doing a read aloud, where the teacher reads to the whole class.
In first grade, the literacy block consists of approximately 110 minutes. Direct
phonics instruction consists of 30 minutes. Guided reading in small groups consists of 20
minutes. Fourty minutes are spent doing independent activities (read to self, listen to
reading, read with a buddy, word work). Finally, 20 minutes are spent doing a read aloud.
In second grade, the literacy block consists of approximately 140 minutes. Direct
phonics instruction happens for 40 minutes. Read aloud happens for 40 minutes. Guided
groups happen for 20 minutes. Independent activities (read to self, listen to reading, read
with a buddy, word work) happen for 45 minutes.
In third grade, the literacy block is divided into blocks of 20 minutes. Students
spend between 90 and 120 minutes engaging in the following activities: Whole group
reading with the teacher, small group reading with the teacher, independent reading,
independent listening to reading, independent word work, and writing (10 – 15 minute
mini lesson followed by 15 minutes of independent writing).
In all grades, the small groups are created using a tool called Strategic Teaching
and Evaluation of Progress (STEP). This tool evaluates a child’s reading ability using
many different reading metrics. Each tests consists of a student reading a story, as well as
taking a spelling test. During the reading of the story, a teacher takes a running record, or
records all the correct and incorrect words read by the student. When the child has
finished reading, the teacher then asks a series of factual recall, inferential, and critical

33
thinking questions. The test is then scored, to determine the child’s instructional reading
level. (Strategic Teaching and Evaluation of Progress, 2013).
Participants
In all grades, teachers must differentiate their instruction because not all students
arrive in each grade at the same academic level. At the school where this curriculum is
being designed, all students receive tier I instruction. As long as a child is making
adequate progress as defined by school, district, and state standards, and they are not
more than a grade level behind, the child receives only Tier I instruction. If a student has
an IEP, or is classified as an ELL student, they automatically get some form of Tier II
and Tier III instruction.
Tier II instruction at the school where this curriculum is being designed, is
defined as an intervention. An intervention is added time with the subject matter,
generally in a small group of 6 or less students. Students who are receiving Tier II
interventions have set goals, and their progress towards those goals are monitored
weekly. Students have 6 weeks to successfully reach their goals in a Tier II intervention
before they stop receiving the tier two intervention support. If a student is unable to reach
their goals, the Tier II intervention is considered unsuccessful, and another Tier II
intervention must be attempted. If the student is able to reach the goals of the second Tier
II intervention, they no longer receive the tier two support. If they are unable to reach
their goals, then they can be moved to a Tier III intervention.
At the school site where this curriculum is being developed, Tier III interventions
can consist of either more small group work, or one-on-one instruction. Tier III
interventions are also six weeks long, with set goals, and progress monitoring each week
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towards successful attainment of set goals. If the goals are achieved in the first Tier III
intervention, then the Tier III support is no longer needed. If the goals are not achieved in
the first Tier III intervention, a second Tier III intervention is attempted. If this second
Tier III intervention is successful, the child no longer receives Tier III support. If this
second Tier III intervention is not successful, the child will be considered for Special
Education assessment. The curriculum of this capstone is being created for this Tier III
level support. Students who are receiving Tier III services and show a lack of grade level
benchmark progress in fluency are ideal candidates for this curriculum.
Relevance and Rationale for the Curriculum Design
This curriculum is being designed to meet the requirements of Common Core
Reading and Language Arts Foundational Skills K-5 Benchmarks as adopted by the state
of Minnesota in 2010. Specifically, this curriculum addresses the following standard:
0.3.0.3., 1.3.0.3., 2.3.0.3, 3.3.0.3, Know and apply grade level phonics and
word analysis skills in decoding words.
Kindergarten, subsection c: Read common high frequency words by sight (e.
g., the, of, to, you, she, my, is, are, do, does).
First grade, subsection g: recognize and read grade appropriate irregularly
spelled words, including high frequency words.
Second grade, subsection f: recognize and read grade appropriate irregularly
spelled words, including high frequency words.
Third grade, subsection d: recognize and read grade appropriate irregularly
spelled words, including high frequency words.
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The research conducted in Chapter Two provided the impetus for the
methodology discussed here in Chapter Three. In Chapter Two, the case was made that
sight word vocabulary is a necessary component in the fluent readers toolbox. Helman
and Burns 2008 stated:
Becoming proficient readers who not only decode but also
understand what they are reading is a crucial goal for young Englishlanguage learner students, and a sight word vocabulary that can be used in
fluent reading is an important component of this proficiency.
Without a strong sight word vocabulary, students will spend too much time
decoding, taking away from their ability to comprehend what they are reading. LaBerge
and Samuels (1974) found this by concluded that, “skilled reading involves the
reallocation of attentional capacity from lower level word identification processing to
more demanding higher order reading skills, including comprehension” (as cited in Quirk
and Beem, 2012). Rupley, Willson, and Nichols (1998) further explain how a deficient
sight word vocabulary leading to low reading fluency can affect comprehension:
Slower rates of word recognition would directly affect comprehension
and inhibit chunking of information into meaningful information units.
Thus, both comprehension of new information and expansion and
elaboration of existing knowledge would be affected by children’s
speed and accuracy in processing information (as cited in Paul van den
Broek, Christine Espin, and Stanley L. Deno, 2003).
Chapter Two also explored a method used to help students that are struggling readers
acquire a sight word vocabulary. Goldiamond and Dyrud (1966) suggest that reading can
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be viewed from a behavioral perspective, as an operant behavior (as cited in Sara
Kupzyk, Edward J. Daly, III, and Melisa N. Andersen, 2011). Through the proper
reinforcement structure, words can be learned from a stimulus control paradigm. These
authors saw the teaching of reading as a simple set of stimuli (a word on a flashcard),
behaviors (student reads the word), and reinforcement (instructor responds
constructively, either with praise for performance or some corrective action). This is
particularly relevant where sight words are concerned. The stimulus control paradigm
explored in this capstone is Incremental Rehearsal.
Chapter Two concluded by exploring the impact of one to one instruction. Pinnel,
Lyons, Deford, Bryk and Seltzer (1994) conducted a study analyzing the affect of the
teacher to student ratio. They concluded that the teachers in their study who used a 1:1
ration of student to teacher, outperformed those teachers using a higher ration of students
to teacher. Schwartz, Schmitt and Lose (2012) also noted in a study similar to the
aforementioned, that a 1:1 ratio of student to teacher performed better than a higher ratio
of students to teacher.
The Curriculum Design and Methods
Each lesson will consist of a set of six steps.
Step 1. The lesson will begin with a quick check for retention of the previous days new
(taught) words.
Step 2. Next, the teacher will teach an unknown word to the student by 1.) stating the
word, 2.) using the word in a sentence, 3.) stating the word again, 4.) having the student
read the word.
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Step 3. Then, the teacher will employ the Incremental Rehearsal ratio of 1 unknown word
to 9 known words, as outlined in Appendix A.
Step 4. After that, the teacher will repeat step two with the second unknown word. Step 5.
Then, the teacher will repeat step 3 with the first unknown word as the second word in
the deck, the second unknown word as the first word in the deck, and 8 known words.
Step 6. The teacher will record which unknown words were taught (in Appendix C), and
send the student back to their work.
Before the steps listed above can begin, students will be given a diagnostic
assessment. The diagnostic test will consist of the entire Dolch Sight Words list (see
appendix B). Students will be shown each of the Dolgh Sight Words on a flash card.
Students will have three seconds in which to say the word on the flash card. Any words
that a student says within three seconds will be labeled a “known” word. Any sight word
that a student fails to say will be labeled an “unknown” word. Students will be given this
diagnostic assessment three times in the first week, to establish a strong data set of known
and unknown words.
Once a baseline has been established of known and unknown words students will
go through this six step process with their teacher, one on one, three times a week. The
process will repeat over and over again as unknown words slowly become known words.
The process will continue until all the Dolch Sight Words have been learned. A tracking
sheet (Appendix C) will be used to document unknown words becoming known words.
When there are no more unknown words, the diagnostic assessment (now the summative
assessment) will be given again.
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Summary
In summation, this chapter provided the rationale and relevance of the curriculum
design. It also provided the demographic information on the ideal student for use with
this curriculum. Finally, it illuminated the curriculum design and methods. The following
chapter will provide the results and reasoning for the curriculum.

39

CHAPTER FOUR
RESULTS

Introduction
This chapter will analyze the curricular material following the methods stated in
chapter three. This curriculum was developed with the insight learned from the literature
review in chapter two, and its methods are thus supported by the research. The
breakdown of the curricular components will be observed here. In this chapter, the
aforementioned support for the choices made in designing the curriculum will be
revisited, and used to further justify the Incremental Rehearsal approach. How can
Incremental Rehearsal be used to facilitate successful sight word acquisition for English
language learners to improve their sight word reading ability?
Outline of Curriculum Components
This curriculum is organized into three main components that are part of a
curricular script (see appendix D). The first component is comprised of the baseline
assessment. The second component is comprised of all the words used in the baseline
assessment, with the words labeled unknown taught to students using the Incremental
Rehearsal ratio and procedure. This component also includes progress monitoring in the
form of formative assessments. Component three is comprised of a summative
assessment when no other unknown words remain.
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Component One: Baseline Assessment
The baseline assessment consists of the Dolch Sight Word lists Pre-Primer,
Primer, First, Second, and Third grade. There are 220 sight words in all (appendix B).
These sight words will be written onto 3x5 white index cards. All these words will be
shown to students participating in the curriculum, to determine which of them are known
words, and which of them are unknown words. Known words will be read within three
seconds. Unknown words will not be read, or will be read in excess of three seconds. The
known and unknown words will be tracked in the curriculum tracker (appendix C).
Students will take this baseline assessment three times over the course of one
week, to establish a valid baseline. Horner et al. 2005 in a study titled The Use of SingleSubject Research to Identify Evidence-Based Practice in Special Education, discuss what
is necessary in order to have confidence in the effect of a treatment. They state that,
“experimental control is demonstrated when the design documents three demonstrations
of the experimental effect at three different points in time” (2005, pg. 168). Considering
this conclusion, it follows then, that in order to have confidence in a baseline assessment,
three demonstrations of that baseline assessment over time would provide the best
baseline data. Therefore, if a student is unable to read a word within three seconds in any
of the three tests, that word is considered an unknown word.
The interaction between the student and teacher during this component of the
curriculum is detailed in the curriculum script (Appendix D). This component begins on
Day 1. It starts with an introduction from the teacher to the student, regarding the reason
behind the student participating in this one-on-one learning time. Research regarding the
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importance of a sight word vocabulary (Helman and Burns 2008, LeBerge and Samuels
1974, Rupley, Willson and Nichols 1998) is shared with students in student friendly
language. This sharing of research with the student is also used to invest the student in
the practice they’re going to engage in with the teacher. The goal of reading 220 words at
the finish of the intervention is also introduced here.
Days 2-3 of the curriculum are identical to day 1, with the exception of the initial
meeting and explanation from the teacher as to the purpose and structure of the
curriculum.
Component Two: Incremental Rehearsal Sessions
A student will meet one-on-one with a teacher everyday for approximately 10
minutes. To see the detailed interaction between student and teacher during this
component of the curriculum, refer to the curricular script (Appendix D).
As noted in the curricular script, the Incremental Rehearsal sessions begin on day
4. Incremental Rehearsal was chosen as the flash card drill method to use in this
curriculum.
Chapter Two briefly outlined the history of flash card drill methods, beginning
with the Traditional method as described by Nist and Joseph (2008). The Traditional
method consisted of all unknown words randomly shown to students until all words were
learned. Then, researchers like Neef, Iwata and Page 1977 began to alter the traditional
method. They started to include known words mixed in with the unknown words.
Following this research, other researchers like Gickling & Havertape, 1981; Gickling &
Rosenfield, 1995, began to experiment with altering the ratios. Recently, according to
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Burns et al 2002, new methods such as Incremental Rehearsal, have been created and
tested, in search of the optimal ratio of known to unknown words.
Sashank Varma and Katrina B Schleisman 2014 state that, “prior research has
established IR as the most effective and efficient flashcard technique.” The research that
they are citing comes from Bums, Dean, & Foley, 2004; MacQuarrie, Tucker, Bums, &
Hart- man, 2002.
At the conclusion of day 4, when the incremental rehearsal script has been run,
the student tracks their progress by putting a check mark on the words that they have
learned. Benn et al. 2016 did a meta analysis of 138 studies of interventions concerned
with the efficacy of progress monitoring on goal attainment. Their conclusion was that,
“progress monitoring has a robust effect on goal attainment and constitutes a key
component of effective self regulation.” (Benn et al. 2006).
Component Three: Summative Assessment
The summative assessment consists of the Dolch Sight Word lists Pre-Primer,
Primer, First, Second, and Third grade. There are 220 sight words in all (appendix B).
These sight words will be written onto 3x5 white index cards. All these words will be
shown to the student to determine which of them have been learned. Known words will
be read within three seconds. Unknown words will not be read, or will be read in excess
of three seconds. After the summative assessment has been complete, the teacher will
determine if further session are needed. If not, the student has completed the curriculum.
To see the detailed interaction between student and teacher during this component
of the curriculum, refer to the curricular script (appendix D).
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Summary
In summary, this chapter provided the details and three components of this
curriculum design while sharing the rationale of support from the Literature Review from
Chapter Two. In the following chapter, this curriculum is analyzed regarding its
limitations, implications, and future goals. Suggestions for future research and a plan for
the curriculum’s implementation are provided.
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CHAPTER FIVE
SUMMARY

Introduction
In this chapter, I will reflect on the major learnings that emerged as a result of this
research. I will accomplish this by reviewing the research of chapter two, as well as the
curriculum writing process of chapters three and four. I will consider implications of this
study. I will outline possible limitations of this study. I will make suggestions about
future research. Finally, I will present my plan for using this curriculum. This chapter
concludes this project regarding my research and curriculum development around the
question: How can Incremental Rehearsal be used to facilitate successful sight word
acquisition for linguistically diverse students to improve their sight word reading ability?
Major Learnings – Literature Review
What does it mean to read? On one hand, we might think of decoding or breaking
a word down to its phonetic pieces. Each piece makes a sound. Those sounds put together
form a word, and that word carries meaning. So, when I read a sentence, I am decoding
each word in order to make meaning out of all the sounds in each word. This is usually
how reading painstakingly starts. After many years of practice however, our minds start
to memorize words, so that we are not decoding them any longer. None of the words in
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this paragraph are words that I need to decode in order to make meaning of them. All
these words have become memorized. My path to memorizing all these words started
way back in school. For some children though, this memorization does not come easily. I
cannot explain why this is, as I am uncertain.
Developing a functional sight word vocabulary is absolutely crucial if students are
going to be successful on the measures we have, as a society, deemed fit and good.
Students who struggle to read will absolutely struggle when it comes to passing their
standardized tests. Many of my struggling readers are ELLs. Each year, the number of
ELLs I have in my classroom grows, a trend we are seeing nationally as well. Over the
years I have struggled at times to find effective ways to help them improve their reading.
I can say that the developers of the Incremental Rehearsal flash card drill method have
crafted a way that for many students, effectively helps them grow their sight word
vocabulary.
Flash card methods have been around for many years, and have come in many
variations. Through my research, the flash card drill method that rose to the top of the list
in terms of efficacy (empirically proven) was Incremental Rehearsal. Whatever the
neurological or psychological reasoning is behind the formula used in Incremental
Rehearsal (one unknown word flashed repeatedly amongst nine known words in a
particular order), it helps students who really struggle to learn sight words, learn them.
Perhaps the researchers used something known about the brain to come up with the
method? Or perhaps they simply experimented with different combinations of known
words to unknown words, flashing them in this order and then in that order. Whatever the
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case, they have created something that can be used in the classroom to improve the
fluency of struggling readers by improving their sight word recognition.

Major Learnings – Curriculum Writing
While writing the curriculum, it took me some time to learn that more goes into
the document than a simple formula or procedure. Curriculum is a complicated set of
instructions requiring a great deal of thoughtful planning. Is there a model for curriculum
that will be used, or will an entirely new model be created? What are the expectations of
the teacher and student throughout the execution of the curriculum? Once the
expectations are set, are they the correct expectations to produce the intended result of the
curriculum? How much autonomy should be given to teachers so that the methods in the
curriculum are not compromised and an unintended result occurs? These are just some of
the many questions I found myself trying to answer as I constructed the curriculum from
the research I did, the methods I read about, and my own knowledge and experience as an
educator. Suffice it to say, this was a daunting task.
Implications of this study
In my classroom, and the classrooms of those who teach with me, we sometimes
see a very frightening trend. Students will come to us one, two, three, four, even more
years behind grade level in reading. We have all heard about the famous studies that have
suggested that if students are not reading on grade level by third grade, they are
significantly less likely to become proficient readers by the time they graduate high
school. How does this happen? If you reference the state standards I listed for reading in
chapter three, you can begin to see what is happening. Each year, it is expected that
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students learn their respective grade’s sight words. Thus, each year, a student is
practicing and learning a new set of words, with the expectation that they have mastered
the previous years words. If a student has not build a foundation of words from previous
years, how can they be expected to master their current grade’s words. And herein lies
the benefit of the research that has been done about which I have written, and the
curriculum I have created.
If students are not mastering the sight words of the grade they are in, or the grades
the have previously been in, then they can participate in the intervention curriculum that I
have designed. This curriculum could catch them up so that they are not falling behind in
critical sight word vocabulary that adds to their fluency, which adds to their ability to
comprehend what they are reading. Not all methods work for all students. However, if
this method is proven to work with at least some students, then it should absolutely be
included in a teacher’s toolkit.
Limitations
Because this curriculum was created at the end of the school year, it has not yet
been implemented in my classroom. As a result, the curriculum has yet to be tested, and
has not been revised based on the feedback gained through the experience of its
execution. In my future years as an educator, I will be testing and revising my
curriculum. Over time, I hope to have an intervention that proves successful with some of
my most struggling readers.
As outlined in the literature review, working one on one with students is a highly
effective way to teach. The teacher can create lessons that are extremely student specific.
In this way, I see two possible limitations with the curriculum as I have created it. First,
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one on one instruction only allows for a small number of students to receive instruction in
a day. If the classroom teacher is to implement this curriculum, there are only so many
moments during the day where they could incorporate this. In my own literacy block for
example, I likely would only be able to do this program with two of my students a day. If
I had more than two learners who were struggling greatly with memorizing sight words,
it would be difficult to find the time to work with all of them. Secondly, I have created a
curriculum script which has no room for modification from the classroom teacher. While
I think this is important for this curriculum (changing the ration of known words to
unknown words would jeopardize the validity of Incremental Rehearsal), less autonomy
may be stifling.
Suggestions for future research
One of the limitations of my study is that the intervention teacher uses a one on
one format for this curriculum, in order to execute the flash card drill method Incremental
Rehearsal. Considering how time consuming this is, and how few students can be met
with in a day, I would suggest that research be done to digitize this drill method. If a
program were created that could run this drill method, schools could use their technology
to implement the intervention. Voice recognition software is becoming more and more
precise as computers listen to our words and are able to understand each one. A study on
whether or not voice recognition software is precise enough to understand a correct
pronunciation of a word would be beneficial research for making this flash card drill
method into a computer program.
Another of the limitations of this curriculum is built upon data that specifically
comes from research done with Spanish speaking linguistically diverse students. Spanish
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speaking linguistically diverse students make up the majority of linguistically diverse
students in this country. However, as I stated in chapter two, other populations of
linguistically diverse students are growing in the United States. Research should be done
with these other groups as well, to determine if other interventions need be created with a
non Spanish speaking language as a starting point.
Plan for Curriculum
It is my intention to use this curriculum in my classroom to help those students
who are struggling with learning sight words. These students will have also participated
in other interventions previous, and will have failed. It is my hope that this intervention
proves beneficial to them. As I experiment and explore with this curriculum, I will be
able to tailor it to my specific students needs, and hopefully find a way to make it flexible
enough to be tailored to any students needs. If I find that it is successful, I will gladly
share it with other teachers in my department.
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APPENDIX
A
INCREMENTAL REHEARSAL FLASHCARD ORDER
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APPENDIX
B
DOLCH SIGHT WORDS LIST
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C
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APPENDIX
D
INCREMENTAL REHEARSAL CURRICULUM SCRIPT
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Day 1
Materials

Baseline Assessment
Dolch Sight Words tracking sheet, pen and pencil for marking
incorrect responses
Dolch Sight Words flash cards
Script/Directions T = teacher speaking
S = student responding
Set up a space where you and the student can work one-on-one
with minimal distraction. Make sure you have all the materials.
Before the baseline assessment, share this information with the
student.
T: Hi (students name). My name is (your name), and I am here to
help you become an awesome reader! Do you know what it takes
to be an awesome reader?
S: (any response is acceptable. Feel free to share your
perspective on awesome reading)
T: And one of the most important parts of being an awesome
reader is learning new words. Then, when you see them in books,
you can quickly recognize them and read more easily. This is
called Fluency. Fluency means that we read like we walk. Think
about what your teacher sounds like when they read to you. You
can be that good at read too, when you learn more words.
T: Also, we have some silly words in English that break the rules,
and are impossible to sound out. I want to help you memorize
those words, so that you don’t get stuck when reading. Do you
know any of those words? For example, the word “the” is a silly
word that we cannot sound out.
S: (any response will do).
T: Good! Now, before we get started, can you tell me about some of
your goals at school? What things are you trying to learn and get
really good at?
S: (any response is acceptable).
T: Those are great goals. I want us to set one more. I want you to
be able to read 220 words easily!!! What do you think about that?
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S: (any response is acceptable).
If a student doesn’t think it can be done, reassure them that by
working together, and working hard, you can accomplish this
task!
T: Before we can learn new words, we need to find out which
words you already know. I’m going to show you a whole bunch of
words, and I want you to do your best to read them. If you can’t
read one, don’t worry, it’s okay. Any words that you cannot read
are words we get to learn together. Are you ready?
If student has questions feel free to stop and answer them.
S: I’m ready
T: Ok, I’m going to start showing you words. Do your best to read
each one.
Show student each word card. Make piles of the cards the
student knows, and doesn’t know. When the student is finished,
mark down which words they knew, and which ones they didn’t.
Share how they did.
T: Great job! Out of all those words I showed you, you knew (XXX).
That is awesome!! Ok, we’ll do that again a different day. You’re
done!
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Day 2
Materials

Baseline Assessment
Dolch Sight Words tracking sheet pen and pencil for marking
incorrect responses
Dolch Sight Words flash cards
Script/Directions T = teacher speaking
S = student responding
Set up a space where you and the student can work one on one
with minimal distraction. Make sure you have all the materials.
T: Hi! Do you remember why we’re working together?
S: (any response will do.)
T: (reinforce responses that approximate increased fluency by
memorizing sight words, and words that are hard to read
because they break phonetic rules. Correct responses that are
incorrect, or no response at all). That’s right, the more words you
know, the faster of a reader you can be!! We’re going to work on
lots of words together, so that you can become an awesome
reader!!!
T: Remember last time we did this? You were able to read (xxx)
words correctly!! Are you read to read all those words again?
If student has questions feel free to stop and answer them.
S: I’m ready
T: Ok, I’m going to start showing you words. Do your best to read
each one.
Show student each card. Make piles of the cards the student
knows, and doesn’t know. When the student is finished, mark
down which words they knew, and which ones they didn’t.
T: Great job! Out of all those words I showed you, you knew (XXX).
That is awesome!! Ok, we’ll do that again a different day. You’re
done!
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Day 3
Materials

Baseline Assessment
Dolch Sight Words tracking sheet pen and pencil for marking
incorrect responses
Dolch Sight Words flash cards
Script/Directions T = teacher speaking
S = student responding
Set up a space where you and the student can work one on one
with minimal distraction. Make sure you have all the materials.
T: H! Do you remember why we’re working together?
S: (any response will do)
T: (reinforce responses that approximate increased fluency by
memorizing sight words, and words that are hard to read
because they break phonetic rules). That’s right, the more words
you know, the faster of a reader you can be!! We’re going to work
on lots of words together, so that you can become an awesome
reader!!
T: Remember last time we did this? You were able to read (xxx)
words correctly!! Are you read to read all those words again?
If student has questions feel free to stop and answer them.
S: I’m ready
T: Ok, I’m going to start showing you words. Do your best to read
each one.
Show student each card. Make piles of the cards the student
knows, and doesn’t know. When the student is finished, mark
down which words they knew, and which ones they didn’t.
T: Great job! Ok, you can go back and sit down and we’ll work on
this again another day.
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Day 4
Materials
Script/Direction
s

Incremental Rehearsal
Dolch Sight Words tracking sheet pen and pencil for marking
correct and incorrect responses
Dolch Sight Words flash cards
T = teacher speaking
S = student responding
Set up a space where you and the student can work one on one
with minimal distraction. Make sure you have all the materials.
Before sitting down with the student, make sure the following
tasks are complete:
•

Know which words you will be teaching to the student
during the session. These will be two unknown words that
the student was unable to read during the baseline
assessment.

•

Have nine known words ready. These are words that the
student was able to read within three seconds during the
baseline assessment.

Once you have sat down with the student, you may begin.
T: Hi (student’s name), are you ready to learn some new words so
that you can become a super fast reader?
S: Yes!
T: Okay, let’s begin. I’m going to show you a new word, and I’m also
going to show you some words that you’re already good at.
Practice makes perfect, so we’re going to practice the new words
and the words we’re already good at, so we can be an awesome
reader!!!
Have the first new word, followed by nine known words in the
flashcard pile. Teach the first unknown word following these
steps:
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•

Show the flash card to the student and say:

T: This word says ______ (ex. high)
•

Use the word in a sentence:

T: (ex. how high can you climb that tree?)
•

State the word again, and ask the student to say it:

T: This word says ____ (ex. high). What does this word say?
S: high
T: Good! Let’s keep going.
Now, you will show the flash cards for the student following this
pattern, until the student has read all ten cards.
Each time you present a card, the student response is to read the
word within three seconds.
What if a student forgets the unknown word?
• You can prompt them by giving them the word again.
What if the student forgets a known word?
• You can prompt them by giving them the word, but now
move the word into the unknown category on the Sight
Words tracking sheet. This will now become an unknown
word that you will teach on a different day.
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When the student has read all the words in the pile:
T: Good job! Now before I teach you another word, can you shuffle
these for me?
Take out one known word, and the new word you taught, and
have the student shuffle the remaining eight known words.
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Now, set the cards up so that the first card is the next unknown
word being taught, the previous unknown word that you taught
first during this session, followed by the eight known words.
Teach the second unknown word following these steps:
•

Show the flash card to the student and say:

T: This word says ______ (ex. too)
•

Use the word in a sentence:

T: (ex. I want to go to the park too)
•

State the word again, and ask the student to say it:

T: This word says ____ (ex. too). What does this word say?
S: too
T: Good! Let’s keep going.
Now, you will show the flash cards for the student following this
pattern, until the student has read all ten cards.
Each time you present a card, the student response is to read the
word within three seconds.
What if a student forgets the unknown word?
• You can prompt them by giving them the word again.
What if the student forgets a known word?
• You can prompt them by giving them the word, but now
move the word into the unknown category on the Sight
Words tracking sheet. This will now become an unknown
word that you will teach on a different day.
When the student has read all ten cards:
T: Nice job learning those new words today!! Can you put a check
in these boxes for me (have student put a check mark in the boxes
on the tracker for the day and words they learned that day).
You can head back to your seat and we’ll work on some more
words next time!
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Day 5 +
Materials

Incremental Rehearsal
Dolch Sight Words tracking sheet pen and pencil for marking
correct and incorrect responses
Dolch Sight Words flash cards
Script/Directions T = teacher speaking
S = student responding
This day and all the following days in this intervention operate
exactly as day 4, with this addition:
Before teaching any new words, you will quickly assess whether
or not the unknown words taught during the previous lesson,
have in fact become known words (they are read within three
seconds after being presented to the student). Put the two
unknown words in a pile with eight known words. Shuffle the
pile. Show the pile to the student. If they get the words correct,
they are now known words. They should remain in the flash card
pile of known words you use to teach unknown words for at
least three more lessons. This will help solidify those new words.
Remember, you will always have no more than 10 words in the
deck, with the ratio of known to unknown words at 9:1.
T: Hi (student’s name), are you ready to learn some new words so
that you can become a super fast reader?
S: Yes
T: Ok great! Let’s start by going over the words we learned last
time, to make sure we still know them. They are shuffled into this
pile of cards. I’m going to show you the cards, and I want you to
read each one. Ready to start?
S: Yes
Show all the cards at the student. If they were able to read the
previously learned words from yesterday, celebrate with them!
T: Wow!! You remembered those new words we read from
yesterday!! That means we get to learn two new words today!
If they were unable to read the previously learned words from
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yesterday, tell them that you’ll work on those words again so
that they can become memorized!
T: You read a lot of words correct, but there are still two that we
need to practice. Let’s
practice them today!
Teach two new words following the procedure from day 4.
Make sure to add the two words learned from the previous day,
into the known words pile that you’ll use today. When the
student finishes, have them make another check next to the
words learned the previous day, as well as today.
Once words receive three consecutive checks, you can stop
putting checks next to them. After three consecutive checks, they
can be removed from the known pile used to learn unknown
words. Feel free to bring them back into the known pile from
time to time.

73

Day X
Materials

Summative Assessment
Dolch Sight Words tracking sheet pen and pencil for marking
correct and incorrect responses
Dolch Sight Words flash cards
Script/Directions T = teacher speaking
S = student responding
This script is to be followed when all words have become known
words, as noted by the tracking sheet. On this day, you will take
all 220 words, and flash them at the student. A word continues
to be a known word if it is read in three seconds or under. If the
student is able to read all 220 words, they can be exited from the
intervention (curriculum). If they miss words, you can continue
day 5 with the unknown words.
T: Hi (student’s name)! The day to see if we’ve met your goal of
220 is here!! Today, I’m going to show you all the words you’ve
learned over the past weeks, to see if you know them all. Are you
ready?!
S: Yes
T: Ok great! Here we go!
Flash all 220 words for the student. Make two piles, a known
pile, and unknown pile.
If student passes all 220 words:
T: WOW! Awesome job!! You are going to be such a fast reader!!!
You can head back to your other work now!
If student does not pass all 220 words:
T: WOW! You got so many words right!! But, there are a few that
you missed. Let’s try and learn those words so that we can say we
got to 220!! I’ll see you again tomorrow! You can go back to your
other work now.
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